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A consideration upon the typical image of a bee: Comparing Montaigne with Erasmus
Yoshio YAMAMOTO
????????
?This article examines the relationship between Montaigne and Erasmus. It is widely recognized that Erasmus 
and his works had a great presence in the intellectual culture of the sixteenth century, and his philosophical or 
theological thought impacted many humanists in his age. Montaigne was one of the writers most influenced by 
Erasmus. He is known to have owned and read intensively the works of Erasmus. Despite his favor and Erasmus’ 
fame, Montaigne has mentioned the name of Erasmus only once in his Essais. In order to make clear his intention, 
we compare their thoughts, by exploring the image or metaphor of a bee in the European literature from Antiquity 
to Renaissance.
?The image of a bee, flying among flowers and gathering honey, often appears in the literary text. Some exam-
ples show that this image corresponds with that of a poet trying to invent his verse from various sources. Although 
Seneca also used this metaphor in his letter to Lucilius, he added a pedagogical meaning or interpretation. When 
we read books, Seneca said, we should gather knowledges or thoughts, classify them and blend in our talent, as do 
the bees. He highlighted the importance of the digestion of thoughts. This meaning was widely and traditionally 
shared by, not only writers and poets, but church fathers. Erasmus succeeded to it and made this pedagogic mean-
ing more decisive through his works.
?Naturally, Montaigne accepted Erasmus’ meaning and the importance of the digestion of knowledges. Yet, he 
was not a scholar but a nobleman wearing a sword and he put more importance on the capacity of judgement than 
the erudition. Thus Montaigne avoided referring to Erasmus’ name, which evokes his great erudition. It is appro-
priate to Montaigne that the preference for realistic judgement and its exercise constitute his originality, his 
Essais.
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Les abeilles pillotent deçà delà les fleurs, mais elles en font apres le miel, qui est tout leur ; ce n’est plus thin ny 
marjolaine : ainsi les pieces empruntées d’autruy, il(=disciple) les transformera et confondera, pour en faire un 
ouvrage tout sien (...). ( p. 152a)
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quo non agnoscas, nec floris, nec fruticis delibati saporem, odoremue, sed apiculae foetum ex omnibus illis 
temperatum?.
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